VegT induces endoderm by a self-limiting mechanism and by changing the competence of cells to respond to TGF-beta signals.
The maternal determinant VegT is required for both endoderm and mesoderm formation by the Xenopus embryo. An important downstream mediator of VegT action is Xsox17, which has been proposed to be induced in cell-autonomous, then signal-dependent phases. We show that Xsox17 is a direct VegT target, but that direct induction of Xsox17 by VegT is rapidly inhibited. This inhibition is relieved by TGF- beta signalling, to which the future endoderm cell is sensitised by VegT, resulting in the observed dependence on cell contact for maintained Xsox17 expression. We propose that this change in regulation is a consequence of a VegT-induced repressor, inhibiting direct induction of early endoderm markers by VegT, and contributing to the formation of the boundary of the endodermal domain.